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Abstract 
When the quality of theological education is discussed within the theological circles, the problem mostly focuses on the ability of 
the graduates in terms of their ability to read, comprehend and interpret the religious texts. The implied conclusion is that they 
possess none of these outcomes; thus the curricula need be strengthened in that aspect. However, the most important point 
missing in the discussion is the aesthetic aspect of the theological curriculum, since the service provided by the theology 
graduates is aimed at humanity in general and aesthetics is the mian bond in human relations, especially religious. The paper will 
try to explain how and why aesthetics can play a vital role in theological education not only on the services provided but also in 
daily social relations of human beings. 
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1. Introduction 
The question of theological education has always been an important one in the history of Islamic civilization. The 
Prophet himself educated the companions around him first in Mecca in the House of Arqam (Dar al-Arqam), then in 
Medina in one corner of the Masjid al-Nabawi. The latter is most precisely called Ashab al-Suffa and is considered 
by some as the first University of Islam. 
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Throughout the passage of time, in the Islamic world, several educational institutions were developed and 
evolved from these humble beginnings. In the Ottoman times, madrasas were the main educational houses where the 
professional organized education was provided at several levels. It is a well-known fact that the newly established 
Turkish Republic entirely revolutionized Turkish society as well as many areas of public life. Within the higher 
educational system, theological education was left to the theology faculties, initially one in Istanbul and then in 
Ankara, some time later in other cities, now reaching to almost a hundred in numbers. 
The question of fine arts, especially of music, in Islam has always been a controversial and critical one 
(Goodman, 2003: 34-37). Because of the emphasis on unity of faith (tawhid) and on ethical codes, there have been 
some ambiguities about the decree on painting and music. In painting, the tendency was developed towards more 
abstract branches of fine arts, such as miniature and calligraphy while in music, though religious music was 
considered as generally halal, permissible, the non-religious was thought to be either haram because of what it 
associates with like women and wine or due to what it inspires such as infidelity, ungodly thoughts and despair. 
Although there was not much formal aesthetic education in Ottoman madrasas, there were many informal ways of 
improving one’s thirst for fine arts. The most prevalent places for acquiring informal education of fine arts were 
takkes and zawiyas, that are sufi tariqats in various ways and forms. One can claim that the takkes have operated as 
the informal fine art faculties and institutions of the Ottoman period (Ünver, 2002:199).  
With the establishment of the young Turkish Republic, all sufi institutions, e.g. the takkes and zawiyas, and their 
associates were banned and abolished from public life on 30th November 1925. From then on, one can certainly 
conclude that the closure of the sufi institutions seriously undermined the informal education of fine arts. 
Approximately three decades later, the only partial exception was brought to Mawlawis by allowing them to conduct 
touristic celebrations of sama ceremonies (Atay: 2007, 8-9). 
 
2. Why are we in this state? 
It is a general habit of the Islamic world to ask how and why they are in the state that they are when they face 
troubles by hitting hard to the face of reality. The usual answer to this very real and disturbing question is almost 
unanimously throughout the Islamic world runs usually in these lines: Because we are not good Muslims, because 
we detracted from the way of the Prophet and the Companions, because we do not read the Qur’an and follow the 
Sunna of the Prophet. Thus, to be able to get back to the track, the solution lies in sticking to the Qur’an and the 
Sunna at one’s utmost power, which can be acquired through studying more of them. What is missing in this quick 
conclusion, however, is that knowledge does not always necessitates acting and acting in a nice and polite way, as 
the Turkish proverb professes, “diploma erases ignorance but stupidity remains perpetually.” In the words of 
Whitehead, the founding father of the process philosophy, one “cannot be wise without some basis of knowledge;” 
but one “may easily acquire knowledge and remain bare of wisdom.” (Whitehead, 1962:46). One can claim that 
many of the companions of the prophet did not have as much knowledge as many modern Muslims do; nonetheless 
all Muslims agree that the companions were far better Muslims than modern Muslims. 
The Turkish theology graduates are often complained about their inability to read, comprehend and interpret the 
main religious texts. The implied conclusion is that they possess none of these outcomes; thus the curricula need be 
strengthened in those aspects. Out of such laments came some proposals by the end of Summer 2013 vis-à-vis 
theology curricula by some members of the Turkish Higher Educational Council, the highest authority to decide on 
these issues. A casual look at the Table 1. below will show that the proposed changes endeavor to meet those 
criticisms by increasing the level of theological knowledge not of wisdom. 
 Table 1. A comparison of the last three theological curricula (Proposed changes are in bold). 
2009 Curriculum with 
Preparataroy Arabic 
Language 
Credit The Proposed 
Curriculum I 
Credit The Proposed 
Curriculum II 
Credit HEC (YÖK) General 
Assembly Curriculum 
Proposal 
Credit 
Qur’anic Recitation and 
Tajwid I-VIII 
16 Qur’anic Recitation 
and Tajwid I-VIII 
16 Qur’anic Recitation 
and Tajwid I-VIII 
16 Qur’anic Recitation 
and Tajwid I-VIII 
18 
Arabic Language and 4 Arabic Language 4 Arabic Language 4 Arabic Language 4 
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Literature I-II Rhethoric I-II Rhethoric I-II Rhethoric I-II 
Basics of Islamic Faith 2 Essentials of Faith 2 Essentials of Faith 2 Essentials of Faith 2 
Basics of Islamic 
Worship 
2 Essentials of Faith I-
II 
4 Essentials of Faith I-
II 
4 Essentials of Faith I-II 4 
History of Tafsir and Its 
Methodology I-II 
4 Qur’anic Sciences and 
Tafsir Methodology I-
II 
4 Qur’anic Sciences and 
Tafsir Methodology I-
II 
4 Qur’anic Sciences and 
Tafsir Methodology I-II 
4 
Tafsir I-II 8 Tafsir I-V 10 Tafsir I-V 10 Tafsir I-V 10 
Hadith Methodology and 
History I-II 
4 Hadith Sciences and 
Methodology I-II 
4 Hadith Sciences and 
Methodology I-II 
4 Hadith Sciences and 
Methodology I-II 
4 
Hadith I-II 8 Hadith I-V 10 Hadith I-V 10 Hadith I-V 10 
Ottoman Turkish 2 Ottoman Turkish 2 Ottoman Turkish 2 Ottoman Turkish and 
Turkish Islamic 
Literature 
4 
Turkish Islamic 
Literature 
2 Turkish Islamic 
Literature 
2 Turkish Islamic 
Literature 
2 Combined with 
Ottoman Turkish 
 
Turkish Religious Music 
(Theory) 
2 Religious Music 2 Religious Music 2 Islamic Arts and  
Religious Music 
2 
Turkish Islamic Arts and 
Its History 
2 Islamic Arts 2 Islamic Arts 2 Combined with 
Religious Music 
 
Islamic History I-II 5 Islamic History I-II 4 Islamic History I-II 4 Islamic History I-II 4 
History of Islamic 
Civilization 
2 Islamic Civilization 2 Islamic Civilization 2 Islamic Civilization 2 
Life of the Prophet  3 Life of the Prophet I-
II 
4 Life of the Prophet I-
II 
4 Life of the Prophet I-II 4 
Introduction to Islamic 
Law 
2 Removed  Removed  Removed  
Islamic Law 
Methodology 
3 Usul al-Fiqh I-II 4 Usul al-Fiqh I-II 4 Usul al-Fiqh I-II 4 
Islamic Law I-II 8 Fiqh I-IV 8 Fiqh I-III 6 Fiqh I-IV 8 
History of Kalam 3 Removed  Removed  Removed  
Systematic Kalam I-II 6 Kalam I-III 6 Kalam I-III 6 Kalam and Islamic 
Sects 
6 
History of Islamic Sects 3 Islamic Sects of Faith 2 Islamic Sects of Faith 2 Removed  
Sufism I-II 4 Sufism I-II 4 Sufism I-II 4 Sufism I-II 4 
Research Methods 2 Removed  Removed  Removed  
History of Philosophy I-II 4 Introduction to 
Philosophy 
2 History of 
Philosophy 
2 Removed  
History of Islamic 
Philosophy I-II 
4 Islamic Philosophy I-
II 
4 Islamic Philosophy I-
II 
4 Islamic Philosophy I-II 4 
Philosophy of Religion 3 Philosophy of 
Religion 
2 Philosophy of 
Religion 
2 Removed Initially, 
Added Later 
2 
Logic 2 Logic 2 Logic 2 Logic 2 
Essentials of Islamic 
Ethics and Its Philosophy 
2 Essentials of Islamic 
Ethics 
2 Philosophy of Ethics 2 Removed  
Psychology of Religion 3 Psychology of 
Religion 
2 Psychology of 
Religion 
2 Psychology of Religion 2 
Sociology of Religion 3 Sociology of Religion 2 Sociology of Religion 2 Sociology of Religion 2 
Religious Education 2 Religious Education 2 Religious Education 2 Religious Education 2 
History of Religions I-II 4 History of Religions I-
II 
4 History of Religions I-
II 
4 History of Religions I-II 4 
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Counselling and 
Communicatin in 
Religious Services 
2 Removed  Removed  Removed  
Rhethoric and Vocational 
Practice 
2 Rhethoric and 
Vocational Practice 
2 Rhethoric and 
Vocational Practice 
2 Rhethoric and 
Vocational Practice 
2 
Graduation Thesis 
Techniques 
4 Graduation 
Assignment 
2 Graduation 
Assignment 
2 Graduation 
Assignment 
2 
Selective Courses 1-16 32 Selective Courses 1-
12 
24 Selective Courses 1-
12 
24 Selective Courses 1-12 24 
Applied Information 
Technology 
4 Removed  Removed  Removed  
Compulsary Service 
Courses  
4 
each 
 4 
each 
 4 
each 
 4 
each 
 
It can be read clearly from the table that the aim of the proposed curriculum change was to increase the credit and 
numbers of, what I shall call, the purely theological courses such as Tafsir, Hadith and Fiqh. On the other hand, since 
the number of credits are limited and the Bologna Process requires the reduction rather than the increase of the 
credits in addition to varied courses, the only way to increase those desired credits was to appropriate them from 
others. The table witnesses this solution even though it runs counter with the spirit of the Bologna Process. The 
courses related to thought, philosophy, culture and arts were propose either by total annihilation or partial reduction 
in credits and combination by other courses by the proposers. More specifically from an aesthetic perspective, one 
proposal suggested the combination of Ottoman Turkish and Turkish Islamic Literature into one course with the 
same credits (4) and Islamic Arts and Religious Music were also combined into one course with a half-reduced 
credit of only 2. The problem with the first combination is that the fate of either course is left to the mercy of the 
lecturer; depending on her/his expertise s/he may choose to focus on or teach one or the other by resulting the 
definite loss of some literary taste on the parts of the students. As to the latter,  it is almost tantamount to the 
demolition of aesthetics in theological curriculum since it first combines two equally important subjects into one, 
then with a second strike, tries to finish off the arts by reducing their weight to two credits. One last point about the 
proposed changes to be remarked is on selective courses, which were reduced to 12 from 16 in numbers and to 24 
from 32 in credits. This reduction also means less variety in available course, thus negatively affects the quality of 
education. 
The proposals caused public outrage both within and outside the academia. With mounting pressures from the 
media and the academia, the Council eventually decided to scrap the proposals all together and by following the 
orders of the Law 2547, left the issue to the faculty committees all together. However, the proposers are still in their 
posts so is the director himself. It is almost certain that they withdrew the proposals not because second thoughts but 
out of public pressure; thus, the changes can be brought back when the tides reside and the time is right. Moreover, 
there is nothing to prevent some faculties from already attempting to follow these changes. Therefore, these 
seemingly hypothetical proposals need careful, critical examinations as of their direct relevance to the problems in 
hand. 
 
3. The Way Out 
It is time now to examine the role and function of the theology faculties. They mainly cater for three institutions, 
which are the Religious Affairs Department (RAD), the Ministry of Education (MoE) and the universities. The 
graduates who opt to enter to the RAD can choose from four main areas of profession: mufti, preacher, imam, 
muazzin and the Qur’an teacher. Those who whish to join the MoE can work as teachers either in mainstream public 
or private schools, ranging from primary to high school, in Religious Education classes. The other schools run by the 
MoE are İmam-Hatip Secondary and High Schools that can employ theology graduates in several basic theological 
sciences such as fiqh, hadith, tafsir and the Qur’an. Last but not least come the academia as employment opportunity 
for those qualified theology graduates who would like to further their studies. Without further ado, one last point 
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should also be remarked here at this stage and it is the fact that some quite serious number of theology graduates do 
not actually hold a public office but prefer to work in private sector in various areas, e.g. management, production, 
human resources, etc. Although they do not officially represent theology or Islam in general in any office, they still 
represent religion and as a result could benefit as much as public office holders from a more aesthetic-based 
theology curriculum. 
Let us have a closer look to the usual profession that the theology graduates prefer, starting with RAD, as of their 
relation to aesthetics. The general rule is that all the duties in RAD somehow carries significant importance about 
having a well-trained voice since they all are somehow correlated with voice. Thus the Prophet used to say to Bilal 
al-Habashi the muezzin “Comfort us Oh Bilal,” meaning “do give a nice call for prayer so that people come to 
mosque happily right away.” Not only him but there were other companions with comforting voices whom the 
Prophet used to ask to recite the Qur’an in order to listen to their reading and enjoy it. It should also be noticed that 
when the means to call for prayer was discussed among the companions, the customs of the Jews (horn), the 
Christians (bell) and the Zoroastrians (fire) were all rejected because they were already associated with another 
religion. Then the adhan was revealed in dream not only to the Prophet himself but to some of the companions as 
well (Bukhari, 2009). Compared with the other options, the effect of adhan as a means is far more superior than the 
others discussed since it is human voice in its purest form. However, it should be noted that this is a double-edged 
sword due to the fact that if it is not performed properly it would also have negative effects on the hearers. Hence 
there are several stories circling around, both positive and negative, related to the effects of adhan, some are moved 
by it to convert to Islam while others salvaged their own religious tradition for it was performed so badly. A simple 
search on the internet will yield hundreds of results, even a zealot atheist like Sam Harris would confess his blog that 
he is moved by the adhan (samharris.org/blog, 15.06.2014). 
The arguments for adhan is almost equally valid for prayer as well; the only difference between the two is that the 
latter is particularly aimed at believers whereas the former is open to the participation of any by passer. It should also 
be pointed out that in three out of five daily prayers, including the Friday and eid congregations, the Qur’anic 
recitations must be made aloud. Even this proves the central importance of musical education in theological 
curricula. In that sense it is almost unanimously agreed that the Qur’an as a whole has a unique central place in 
Islamic arts, as Michon rightly emphasizes: “Recitation, the art which manifests the sound and modulations in 
Arabic of the verses of the Koran in time; calligraphy, the art which transcribes visually the vocables and fixes them 
in space ... with these two modes of expression we find ourselves at the very source of the art of the Muslims, the 
source from which the artists of Islam have never ceased over the centuries to draw their inspiration” (Michon, 2011: 
128). As another testimony to this remark, I should also point out that the Qur’an talks to its non-Arab interlocutors 
through its musical character. 
The rest of the three duties in RAD, namely, mufti, preacher and the Qur’an teacher, are less voice-centred but 
more knowledge-based and public related. Having a well-trained voice that enables one to beautifully recite the 
Qur’an means added bonus in these duties but not necessary. The same argument actually is valid for the other 
professions that the theology graduates may choose, that is teaching in schools and faculties and researching. Here 
comes another aspect of fine arts that needs utmost care in theological education: the education of the soul, that is, 
ripening, fine-tuning and perfecting of emotions and feelings, in other words, the teaching of patience. The situation 
of the theological curricula, both in practice and proposed, is well illustrated almost a hundred years ago in the 
United States on the other side of the Atlantic: “ A people may be scientifically well educated, intellectually well 
educated, yet they remain spiritually illiterate. Arts, if I understand it, depends upon feeling, not upon knowledge. 
Art comes out of the response of the emotions to the things about one: then, when an expression is formed, external 
knowledge begins to play a part” (Claxton, 1921: 28).  
It is not knowledge that matters much, it is the action, or rather feeling, that counts. Some basic common sense 
knowledge is certainly required for one to be able to act as moderate human beings do, but the essential element is 
reaction. The latest research in philosophy suggests that we act on emotions first, then rationalize that action later. 
The question in not how much we know but how better we act or rather react on certain situations. It is not a matter 
of belief versus unbelief; it is rather humane acting versus inhumane acting. There seems to be a mistaken 
connection between religiosity and knowledge. More knowledge does not necessarily make one a better human 
being, a better believer or more religious. Religiosity is a matter of feeling rather than knowledge. Thus the 
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theological curricula needs to be more focused on emotional education than on informational education. In this 
aspect the arts has vital significance for the arts is not solely art but rather a serious way of educating people through 
patience, focusing, politeness and interaction both by people and nature. 
It should may be asked at this stage what type of a human being Islam proposes and who embodies that type. The 
short answer to this question is the perfect human being (insan al-kamil, in Sufi terms), who was vividly personified 
by the Prophet himself. It was also best expressed in the famous Gabriel Hadith, as it is known, that explains three 
components of the faith of Muslims: iman, İslam and ihsan (Bukhari, 2009). It is understood from the hadith that an 
action of a Muslim represents İslam, while the reason behind that action amounts to why s/he does it whereas how 
s/he does that action forms its ihsan aspect. In other words, this triangle can also be read as believing, acting and 
acting aesthetically, which was thoroughly exemplified by the Prophet and his closest companions. “İhsan is a 
revelation of iman at the level of ethics and aesthetics.” (Koç, 2008:7). Any theory of Islamic aesthetics should be 
based on ihsan. Whitehead calls this as “the most austere of all mental qualities; … It is an aesthetic sense, based on 
admiration for the direct attainment of a foreseen end, simply and without waste.” (Whitehead, 1962: 19). 
Several studies in Turkish religious education system suggest that having a good character and being a righteous 
educator appears to be as first priorities of all parties involved in the sector, that is, students, teachers, administrators 
(Öcal, 2002:129-138). Whitehead believes that “the function of the scholar” should be “to evoke into life wisdom 
and beauty,” (Whitehead, 1962:147) and “religious education is an education which inculcates duty and reverence” 
(Whitehead, 1962:23). To be able to achieve duty and reverence in religious education, theology faculties should 
offer basic and advanced education in aesthetics. As the basic education, every student should gain enough credit in 
the History of Turkish Islamic Arts and applied fine arts. Then, to further advance these skills, they should pass 
compulsory music credits plus some branches of plastic arts (Arıtan, 2003:376-378). Hence it can be possible to 
create a culture that is based on the “activity of thought and receptiveness to beauty and human feeling.” Otherwise 
the present curricula in theology faculties will yield a “merely well-informed man” who is “the most useless bore on 
God’s earth” (Whitehead, 1962:1) 
 
4. Conclusion 
To be able to move and reach beyond the boundaries of mosque and reach out the message of God to all human 
beings, fine arts is the most indispensible means one cannot do without. Without fine arts, the effect of theological 
education is reduced by as high as 70-80%. The lack of knowledge in other areas of theological domain can be 
tolerated by the success of fine arts. If an imam or a teacher can either vocally or aesthetically impress his audience, 
they would easily pardon his defects in the areas of pure theological knowledge. Certainly, one cannot deny the 
importance of basic theological knowledge since it is necessary for one to be able to lead prayers and enlighten 
society. The point here is to put the priorities right and have a balanced education on the whole. 
The problem with most of the contemporary Islamic movements is that they either totally dismiss the importance 
of fine arts or unwillingly approve of its necessity. Consequently, it is not surprising to find very harsh and extreme 
interpretations of Islam in many of the contemporary movements. To be able to better understand and follow the way 
of the Prophet, theological education should give considerable emphasis on fine arts, since it is wisdom that matters 
first, not knowledge, as the sufis like Rumi and Yunus Emre have shown us much clearly not only theoretically but 
also practically. Unless we comprehend, implement and realize a fine arts-based theological education, the ground 
under the feet of the theologians will keep eroding to the extent that even they loose their own foundations. 
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